University of New Mexico

UNM Digital Repository
NotiCen

Latin America Digital Beat (LADB)

4-10-1992

Guatemala: Startling Increase In Cocaine
Trafficking & Money Laundering Operations
Deborah Tyroler

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/noticen
Recommended Citation
Tyroler, Deborah. "Guatemala: Startling Increase In Cocaine Trafficking & Money Laundering Operations." (1992).
https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/noticen/7301

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Latin America Digital Beat (LADB) at UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in NotiCen by an authorized administrator of UNM Digital Repository. For more information, please contact amywinter@unm.edu.

LADB Article Id: 061743
ISSN: 1089-1560

Guatemala: Startling Increase In Cocaine Trafficking &amp;
Money Laundering Operations
by Deborah Tyroler
Category/Department: General
Published: Friday, April 10, 1992
[The article below is the first of a two-part series. The second installment will be published within
the next three weeks.] Robinson * Cocaine trafficking through Guatemala rose sharply last year,
according to local officials and foreign diplomats interviewed recently in Guatemala City. Currently,
South American cartels move an estimated 3 million metric tons of cocaine through Guatemala
every week. As a result, narco dollars have flooded the local economy, converting Guatemala
into a bustling regional center for money laundering operations. Since 1988, when the South
American drug mafias began seeking alternative Central American routes for cocaine runs to the
US to avoid the DEA (US Drug Enforcement Administration) crackdown in the Caribbean and
Mexico, transshipment through Guatemala has grown steadily. By 1990, the country had become
the drug trafficking nerve center in Central America. In 1990, Guatemalan authorities seized
a record 15.5 MT of cocaine, up from 3.15 MT in 1989. The 1990 figure was nearly six times the
combined total confiscated in all other Central American countries. This dramatic increase is due,
in part, to stepped up DEA surveillance in Honduras and Mexico. In September 1991, Washington
installed a US$20 million radar facility near Puerto Trujillo on the Honduran Atlantic coast, a
component of the US-run Caribbean Basin Radar Network (CBRN). The Honduras-based system
is capable of monitoring around 300 air and sea routes. Combined with similar systems in Panama,
Guantanamo (Cuba), Puerto Rico and Florida, the new radar installation has constributed to a
substantial reduction in the cartels' freedom of movement along the Caribbean coast of Central
America. Next, planes equipped with sophisticated radar equipment at the Mexican Pacific ports
of Tapachula and Puerto Vallarta are linked to Florida-based radar stations. The planes are able
to monitor most of Mexico's coastlines, which further reduces available trafficking routes. In 1991,
the Colombian cartels diverted a large part of their operations to Guatemala in order to avoid the
Mexico-Honduras surveillance systems. According to the DEA, 15.4 MT of cocaine were confiscated
in Guatemala last year. The seizures are believed to represent only a small portion 10% at best
of the cocaine now being transshipped through Guatemala. At least 150 MT passed through the
country in 1991, or about 3 MT per week. If accurate, this amount is double the weekly rate of 1990,
estimated by Guatemalan narcotics officers and DEA officials at about 1.5 MT. In an interview,
a western diplomat close to anti- narcotics affairs in Guatemala, said: "There is really no way of
accurately measuring how much coke is actually entering the country, although the number of busts
have certainly gone up. But there's nothing to indicate that the seizures are making a dent in the
trafficking flow, since it's not slowing down. The cartels just take the busts as budgeted losses."
From Jan. 1 to Aug. 31, 1990, 4.1 MT of cocaine were seized, while the remaining 10.9 MT for the year
were impounded during the September-December period. US and Guatemalan officials attribute
the stepped-up confiscations to a tremendous increase in transshipment through Guatemala after
the installation of the CBRN radar in Honduras, rather than to a significant improvement in antinarcotics operations. Last year, four huge cargo planes loaded with cocaine either crashed or were
forced to land by authorities in Guatemalan territory. However, most of the coke shipments are
dropped off by small aircraft at hundreds of tiny landing strips around the country. The government
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says only 640 airfields are officially registered, but that another 1,600 "clandestine" landing pads are
scattered throughout rural Guatemala. Many are located along the country's sparsely- populated
Pacific coast. The cartels concentrate shipments in the south Pacific plantation belt to avoid the
DEA's Caribbean-based radar systems. Officials have been able to detect about 15 narco flights per
month, but US narcotic officers in Guatemala City privately estimate that the real number of flights
may be as high as 145. The cocaine is usually stored temporarily, and then shipped by land, sea,
and sometimes air to the US. By land, trailer trucks and small private and commercial vehicles are
most commonly used for runs through Mexico. Coke is hidden in specially-built compartments, or
ingeniously packed into small spaces difficult to detect, such as inside tires, doors and seats. The
cartels are constantly devising new, innovative techniques, especially for maritime shipments, which
makes detection difficult. For instance, drugs are now being packed into electric appliances and
other goods such as aerosol containers and then shipped on commercial sea vessels. A western
narcotics control officer, who requested anonymity, said, "The use of maritime cargo shipments is
on the up. It's an innovation, so we're training people to be more careful in customs warehouses
and legitimate shipping companies, and we are stressing that they should look out for the sudden
appearance of new cargo shipping businesses used as fronts." Meanwhile, the boom in cocaine
trafficking is transforming the country into a money laundering haven. In February, president of the
national congress Edmond Mulet said, "Guatemala is no longer just a bridge for cocaine trafficking
from South America to the US. The most recent, and most serious, development is the conversion
of Guatemala into a regional money laundering center." Diplomats and foreign narcotics control
officers say that the influx of narco dollars is not only tied to the expansion of drug transshipment,
but also results from the impressive monetary stability achieved by the government last year.
Massive capital repatriation in 1991 drove the country's foreign exchange reserves up over $700
million, the highest dollar accumulation in a decade. The record reserves stabilized the exchange
rate for the first time since the Central Bank lifted exchange controls in 1989. Stabilization helped
reduce inflation from 60% in 1990 to just 10% last year. Economic policy officials say that record low
US interest rates encouraged Guatemalan businesspeople and financial speculators to repatriate
their capital and buy up extremely lucrative government bonds with up to 33% annual yields
issued by the Central Bank in 1991. Other sources say these monetary factors only partially explain
the massive dollar influx in 1991. They note that the interest rate on government bonds this year
plummeted to a third of the 1991 rate, but the dollar influx has continued unabated. For instance,
according to a Central Bank spokesperson, on March 4, US$41 million entered the national banking
system, the highest dollar deposit figure for a single day in over five years. In addition to direct
money laundering through the banks, narco dollars are apparently flooding other sectors of the
economy. A diplomat who closely follows the drug war said, "There are a lot of drug dollars coming
into the country, and a whole lot of unexplained wealth...Drug traffickers have actually driven up
the price of real estate by buying up stores, restaurants, discotheques, and other properties. These
establishments inexplicably stay open even without any customers." Investment in real estate
declined by a conspicuous 9% in 1990. Last year's 60% increase in new construction in the midst
of an economic recession was suspicious. The only similar boom in recent Guatemalan history
occurred in the context of reconstruction following the 1976 earthquake which devastated the capital
and its outskirts. Especially suspicious is the rapid growth of luxury apartment complexes and
expensive, high-rise condominiums in the Guatemala City metropolitan area, which accounted for
most urban construction in 1991. New contracts for these costly buildings jumped by 110.8% last
year. Total urban real estate dedicated to such construction projects jumped from only 2,000 square
meters in 1989 to 700,000 last year. Government officials and narcotics control experts are convinced
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the real estate boom is driven by drug lords seeking to turn cash into fixed assets. * Robinson, who
has lived in Guatemala for the past 15 years, currently works for the German news agency and
consulting firm GAPA, and the Guatemala City-based Inforpress service.

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 3 of 3

